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Reading Skill Development in the Middle School
Edward B. Fech
Superintendent of Education
Diocese of Lansing
know about individual differences. This,
regardless of the individual needs and
interests of the student.
The reading program in such a school
as has been described, is likely to be part
of a language arts program, a course of
studies which includes, in addition to
reading, writing, grammar, and spelling.

In the past few years we have witnessed
great deal of rhetoric exhorting us to
get "back to the basics." A common retort is that we never left them. The fact
is that in some instances we did. I believe
this to be especially true at the junior
high school or middle school level, where
too many teachers and administrators
were intent on copying what was done at
the secondary level with emphasis on
content and little or no concern with
skill development.
Setting aside the question of whether
or not some junior high and middle
school teachers are high school people
just waiting for the opportunity to move
up, I do believe there has been a lack of
understanding of the nature of the preadolescent or transescent child. This
failure to understand has led to teachers
and even parents placing unrealistic expectations on these students.
Margaret Meade, in describing some
characteristics of the American pre-adolescen t, points out that these young people
" . . . are expected to mimic the
ways of adults, long before they are
emotionally ready for them."1 These
young teenagers were inappropriately
lumped together with older ones, persons
of eighteen or nineteen years, who might
reasonably be expected to behave more
like adults.
In the school setting, teachers may
expect more adult-like behavior from the
transescent than is possible. In general,
we find the middle school program set
up exactly like that of the high school,
which in turn has tried to emulate the
college or university with specialization,
departmentalization, department chairpersons and all the other hoopla traditionally associated with building school
spirit - inter-scholastic sports, proms,
elaborate graduations, etc. The school day
is divided into fixed periods and the students generally find themselves in a classroom learning by listening. All students
are hearing and/or doing the same thing,
at the same time, though usually not at
the same rate. This, in spite of all we
:1

As far as the reading is concerned, too
many teachers are intent on teaching
"literature" with little or no concern as
to whether the student has the basic
skills necessary to read at all, let along to
read literature. The basic skills are
assumed even though we "know" that
the ability level of the students may
range over six grade levels. It seems
strange that, in spite of what we know
about children, about learning theory,
we keep right on doing the same things
we've always done much to the detriment
of the students.
Another strategy imposed on students
is confining them to the basal reader. All
reading instruction emanates from this
source because you can't have "reading"
without a reader. This approach is stilting
to the transescent who is groping to find
his/her place in the world and needs to be
exposed to a wide variety of experiences
during this brief period of life.
Given what we know about the middle
schooler, either alternative, basal or literature, is unacceptable. Somehow the reading program must take into consideration
the fact that, "The middle school years
typically represent for the student a tenuous transition from childhood to adolescence and young adulthood."2 The curriculum must give consideration to the
changes taking place in the student and in
the world, helping the pre-adolescent to
cope with these changes.
"Every subject is taught to reveal
opportunities for further study, to help
1. Mead, Margaret, "Early Adolescence in the
United States." p. 94, in The Middle School.
2. Fenwick, James J., "Insights into the Middle
School Years," p. 535, Educational Leadership, April 1977.
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and others that the cognitive processes in
youngsters of this age are undergoing
qualitative changes. Piaget terms the
transition a movement from preparational
thinking to formal operational thinking."4 This being the case, it is important
that learning experiences be designed to
help the student make this transition. In
language arts, the skills of reading ought
to be developed in conjunction with
special projects with the focus on the
student, not the teacher.
Going back to Piaget's concepts, we
see a transition from the stage of concrete
operations to that of formal operational
thinking. The latter requires the ability
to manipulate symbols which is a purpose
in the teaching of reading. When we read,
we decode symbolic messages. It is important that students in the middle school
develop their ability to communicate in
the cognitive realm by decoding the ideas
which have been expressed by the written
word.
It is also important that teachers teach
critical reading and the skills that go with
critical reading. Such skills are " ... getting the main idea, understanding sequence, analyzing choice of words, assessing point of view, evaluating bias and so
on . . . "5 These are as important as
teaching reading for pleasure and for
content. The development of all s~ills is
necessary if the child is going to be a
"good" reader.
Accomplishing all of the above objectives of reading is obviously a monumental task. Confining the students to a basal
reader or to reading literature will not
accomplish it. If the students' horizons
are to be expanded through reading, if
the skills are to be fully developed, the
materials used will have to be expanded.
It is important to offer a variety of
reading matter which reflects the wide
range of interests and abilities of this
particular group of students. It must be
interesting, pertinent, and stimulating.
Because of the great disparity in ability
levels among middle schoolers, the material being read must span a number of

students learn how to study, and to help
them appraise their own interests and
talents. In addition, the junior high school
continues the developmental program of
basic skills instruction started in the
elementary school, with emphasis on
both developmental and remedial reading."3 The last part is most important,
for this is probably the final opportunity
for students to acquire the skills needed
for reading. These skills are generally
taken for granted at the secondary level,
and a student who has to take time out
during these high school years to learn to
read is saddled with an unnecessary handicap, one which could have been resolved
with proper instruction at the elementary
and middle school level.
A distinction must be made between
reading and some other subjects in the
curriculum. Reading is a tool subject,
intended to develop decoding skills and
thinking in settings which suggest how
they may be applied. In subjects like
science, history, and math, on the other
hand, there is a specific body of knowledge which is to be transmitted to the
student.
Many middle school teachers fall into
the trap of teaching the content of the
stories in the reader or literature book
and think they are teaching reading. Because students at this age tend to have
the decoding skills, teachers may overlook
the relevance of seemingly unrelated skills
such as structural analysis or dictionary
usage, to the continued growth of independence in reading. The focus of attention is on information, "reading to learn,"
to the almost total exclusion of learning
how to read more efficiently and effectively. This is especially crucial for those
who have not yet mastered the basic skills.
To proceed as if they have, is only to put
them further behind.
Available evidence regarding the physiological, psychological, and cognitive aspects of the pre-adolescent, all point to
the fact that these youngsters are different as a group, from elementary and high
school students. Rather than go into a
detailed account of the evidence, suffice
it to say that " ... the onset of puberty
brings the most drastic metamorphosis
which the human body undergoes along
with concomitant emotional changes
caused by hormonal variations. Also,
there is evidence from studies by Piaget

3. Vars, Gordon F., "Guidelines for Junior
High and Middle School Education," p. 239,
in The Middle School.
4. Cardellichio, Thomas C., "The School in the
Middle is Not an Accordian," p. 39, English
Journal, April 1977.
5. Ibid., p. 40.

87

reading with expression, reading with
understanding - must be taught to the
youngster and must continually be reinforced at the middle school level.
For young people who need increased
motivation to read, the first step is to
begin where they function easily in reading and teach the necessary skills and
abilities. Once they have the skills for
reading the printed word, they can be
provided with the wide variety of materials referred to earlier so that their personal reading interests can be met.
Who is responsible for this kind of
reading program? Certainly the teacher.
But the principal needs to be committed
too. This is done by active involvement
with parents, teachers, and pupils; familiarity with the reading program being
used; classroom visits; talking with pupils
about what they are learning; encouragement of the use of the library; provision
of the appropriate instructional materials
necessary for pupil achievement; and overseeing the maintenance and proper use of
pupil progress instruments and records.
If the middle school teachers don't know
how to teach skills because of a lack in
their pre-service training, the principal
is responsible for alleviating this deficiency through in-service or other means.
Students, parents, teachers, and administrators need to look at the goals of
reading instruction and agree upon the
specific behaviors to be acquired. The
students should be expected to become
increasingly independent in their choice
of materials to be read, in their purposes
for reading them, and in the use they
make of what is read.

reading levels. Newspapers, magazines,
and paperbacks are some of the kinds of
things students in the middle school ought
to be using.
Every reading program should provide
four types of experiences. First and foremost, is fundamental skill development
which takes place in a structured setting.
The second experience provides opportunities for the reader to use acquired
reading skills in a wide range of learning
experiences. The third is made up of
reading related to the personal interests
of the reader. Finally, there is remediation which provides an opportunity to
learn that which has been learned either
incompletely or ineffectively.
A proper emphasis on the first two
will probably take care of the third and
perhaps eliminate the need for the fourth.
That is the thrust of this paper. It is imperative that middle school teachers be
concerned with " ... a continuous and
expanding development of reading
skills. " 6 There should be an increased
emphasis on reading interests, reading
values, reading habits, and the critical
evaluation of what is read.
The kinds of reading competence that
middle schoolers should have has been
expressed. Briefly, all students at that
level ought to be able to decode which is
the most elementary of reading skills. But
that is not enough. Changing written
words to spoken words, even if the meaning of each word translated is known, is
not reading. The reader has to have _the
ability to sense out the sentence structure in such a way - that he/she understands what it means - to be able to
read "with expression," is the way it's
usually put. But there is still more. The
reader has to understand what the writer
is saying. All these skills - decoding,

6. Smith, Mildred Beatty, "Expectations for
Pupil Achievement." p. 9, in Improving

Reading in the Intermediate Years.
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